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ARTICLE INFO ABSTRACT

Keywords: This research uses narrative analysis to examine the emotional
digitalisation, experiences of five schoolteachers, teaching in five different schools
online teaching, in Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan. The analysis shows the
phenomenology, paradoxical perceptions about the (ir)replaceability of the teaching
teachers’ emotions, profession in the digital era. Findings include i. the strong mixed
transformative learning feelings experienced by teachers regarding the future of education

that is embedded with digitalisation; ii. Meaning-making in teaching
lies on the emotional engagement of teachers and quality teacher-
student-relationship; iii. intense self-doubts on the roles of teachers
in a virtual classroom were experienced in the beginning of the
pandemic, but it has transformed into a refined roles upon critical
self-reflection. This research investigates the emotionality of
teachers in the virtual classroom, transformative learning has been
the key to teachers’ refined roles despite society’s increasing reliance
on artificial intelligence.

1. Introduction

Teaching is a process embedded with emotions; through examining teachers’ emotions in the
context of online teaching, the paradox between societal expectations and teachers’ perceptions
are revealed. The pandemic led to emergency remote teaching, and these helpless teachers are
expected to be the leaders in moving forward online education. Teachers are powerless elites
as they do not hold institutional power against the flow of the top-down policies. With the
advancement of artificial intelligence, this research reveals that it has brought self-doubts and
teaching anxiety to teachers. Emotions or the study of emotions is seen as a complicated process
because emotions still lack a definitional perspective. However, the focus of this research is
not on the generality of emotions but takes on the phenomenological argument. Emotions have
a bi-social character: it is universal and at the same time, a product, and a process of culture
(Beatty, 2014). The emotional experiences of the five informants are examined through
narrative analysis, as those emotions are strictly confined to the context of online teaching for
schoolteachers. The situatedness, relationality and contextuality of emotions are taken into
account, and hence making the narratives of these individuals comparable (Spindler, 2011).
The focus is on how digitalisation has affected the perceptions of these informants regarding
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teaching; perceptions in this study are regarded as the cause for certain emotions, and at the
same time, the consequences of emotions (Chiu, 2021).

Transformative learning has been adapted as the theoretical framework to explain the
transformation went through by these informants. Transformative learning theory is an adult
learning theory, it is first coined by Jack Mezirow. It consists of two key aspects: habits of
mind and points of view (Mezirow, 1989). According to the emotion-perception-cycle,
emotionality is inseparable from transformative learning, in fact, emotions are the enabler of
critical self-reflection, the bridge to transformative learning (Yung, 2022). Emotions interferes
with the agent’s value judgement and the perception of the event in-play. On one hand,
schoolteachers are given the social role to nurture good students; emotional intelligence and
emotional competence are deemed as prerequisites for professionalism, and teachers are
expected to teach these to students as a tacit knowledge (Wulf, 2021). On the other hand, the
covid-19 pandemic has been a game-changer, amplifying the structural problems rooted in the
above-mentioned value. As ERT has been implemented regardless of many teachers’ limited
experience and knowledge with online teaching, in the beginning of ERT, these teachers faced
serious self-doubts and burnout. On top of practical challenges such as technical and
technological issues, they also had to endure pressure from the school management, parents,
and the learning of students, causing emotional distress. These teachers are ‘powerless elites’,
their “institutional power was limited or non-existent while their doings attracted a maximum
degree of public interest” (Alberoni, 2007). Regardless of their opinion on online education,
teachers are expected to be the frontiers in maintaining the learning of students; when facing
top-down policy, they have no institutional power nor decision power, but to be the street
bureaucrats in carrying out those measures. Teachers answer to “the public”, which refers to
parents, policymakers, school leaders and the mass media; they are expected to carry out their
expected role--- sustaining learning; but they are also expected to be more than knowledge
imparters. The paradox has led to emotional turmoil amongst teachers, it seems to say that the
pandemic has juxtapositioned teachers as powerless elites.

In our ever-changing world, education has moved forward, inspired by the pandemic,
digitalisation is believed to be the future of education. Many schools and institutions across the
globe have fully shifted to distance learning. While current teachers struggle with online
teaching pedagogy, the macro environment has not given sufficient time for them to fill in the
knowledge gap. As novice teachers are also untrained for online pedagogies, the teaching field
is forced to face unprecedented challenges. As a matter of fact, the shift from in-person
classroom to virtual classroom also alters teacher-student relationships; together with the
emergence of Al and accessibility of learning materials onling, it caused many teachers to doubt
their roles in the classroom. This research has found that transformative learning has occurred
owing to the richness of emotionality amongst teachers.

Having that said, teaching profession is always filled with changes, in the past decades, a few
fundamental changes have also occurred in the classroom. For instance, from teachers-centred
classrooms to students-centred classrooms; the addition of STEM classes that emphasised the
role of teachers as mere facilitator to students’ learning (Keiler, 2018). However, the shift to
virtuality and the use and/or incorporation of artificial intelligence into a real classroom is a
change different from those that have occurred before. First, it is happening globally and does
not seem to have a pause in its speed; second, it is a phenomenon that directly challenges and
even threatens the necessity of teachers. In fact, a number of research (Roehrig & Kruse, 2005;
Kawalkar & Vijapurkar, 2013; Kaymakamoglu, 2018) has also shown that the sudden shift to
online teaching have induced heavy doubts amongst teachers regarding their identities (how
teachers think of themselves in the classroom and their roles in the classroom (Keiler, 2018));
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for instance, the lack of observable body language in virtual classrooms has found to caused
teaching anxiety in teachers.

In face of such circumstances, this research sees the urgency and essentiality in examining
teachers’ perceptions. To achieve a fuller account of how teachers orient themselves in the
digital era, it is believed that emotions should be the focus of the analysis; as emotions are not
‘inside’ people, but are interwoven between the mind and the body, and most importantly, plays
a critical role in affecting one’s perception (Beatty 2014; Wulf 2002; Plumb, 2006). Adult
learning theory is also used in this interdisciplinary research, as Mezirow’s transformative
learning cycle touches upon the importance of critical self-reflection--- the essential step before
achieving transformation and reintegration (Kitchenham, 2008). The theory suggests that in
face of critical disjuncture, individuals experience disorienting dilemmas, then enter the stage
of self-reflection, and then reaches critical self-reflection, and finally reaching transformation
in their habits of mind and frames of reference. Afterwards, individuals experiment with their
new role and continue to finetune their habits of minds, until they achieve reintegration
(Mezirow 1989; llleris, 2018). This research particularly looks into the close connection
between self-reflection and critical self-reflection, it reveals that emotions play an
indispensable role in between. The intense and intensified emotions experienced by teachers
formulate the strong base of critical self-reflection. It is through a reflexive and reflective
process that teachers have familiarised with and refined their roles in the virtual classroom.
There is no doubt that the pandemic has paved the start of digitalisation of education; reliance
on artificial intelligence such as ChatGPT is still gradually rising. It is certain that more drastic
changes in the teaching profession will be unfolded,; this research therefore allows us to predict
the likely coping mechanisms and behaviours of teachers as we march into the Al era. Teaching
has always been a complicated profession, but the digital era has even altered the definition of
a classroom and challenged the point of having a teacher. However, the key question that every
educator must ask themselves is what qualifies as a good teacher--- what is expected of
teaching individuals in a digital era and what are the irreplaceable and humanistic values
embedded in teaching that should be emphasised even more in coming future.

2. Literature Review

2.1. Transformative Learning and the Role of Emotions

Transformative learning theory is a learning theory about adult learning coined by Jack
Mezirow. It is briefly defined as the occurrence of a moment of disorientation which then
results in transformative self-reflection— and the transformed perspective is then reintegrated
into the present and future of the actor (llleris, 2018). In fact, transformative learning is a
complicated and multifaceted process, not only does it involve the higher order thinking—both
reflective and reflexive thinking of the individual, but it also requires a deep structural shift in
the person’s thoughts, feelings, and actions (Kitchenham, 2008). Transformative learning
theory emphasises critical reflection, the role of dialogue and communication with oneself and
others, in interpreting the events occurred in the outside world, or in other words, the centrality
of experience— emotions and/or emotionality is central to the transformation itself, as it is the
enabler of critical self-reflection (ibis). Nevertheless, transformative learning theory does not
require the presence of an active educator for it to take place: teachers themselves can
experience transformative learning in the process of being educators to their students, provided
that there is thorough critical reflection, engagement in discourse, and a transformed frame of
reference/ habits of mind as a result of reflective, reflexive and critical actions (Marsick &
Mezirow, 2002; Calleja, 2014; Illeris, 2018). The transformation that takes place begins with a
change in perspective, and its effect extends to one’s frame of reference and/or meaning
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structures, and thereby resulting in changes that are evidenced in one’s actions and behaviours
(Calleja, 2014). Mezirow’s work follows the school of thoughts of several significant scholars
in the field of educational studies, one of which is Habermas. Habermas identifies three
processes in which one’s lifeworld can be reproduced: cultural reproduction, social integration,
and socialisation. In Mezirow’s framework, lifeworld equals meaning perspectives and the
interpretation of events (Mezirow, 1989). Habermas, on the other hand, pinpoints four forms
of discourse that are essential to the communicative nature of the process of learning.
Therapeutic discourse centres around feelings or intent, which pertain to a person’s subjectivity
and can be altered and challenged for its authenticity through acts of communication (Calleja,
2014).

Disorienting dilemma, according to Mezirow, is triggered by a life crisis or a major transition
that challenges individuals to question the henceforth invisible assumptions that one formerly
holds to the world--- the process of acknowledging, processing, accepting and reacting to such
an event is itself a process embedded with emotional complexities; it extends beyond a single
moment of a single emotion (llleris, 2018). The ten phases of transformative learning have not
put into account emotionality of the individual when transformative learning is taking place.
However, many researchers have shown that emotions are affect perception. Emotions are
results of culture, the type of emotions that is considered socially acceptable to have under
different circumstances are a product of culture, and at the same time, since emotions are also
universal and transcends languages, it is also a human quality that varies from individual to
individual (Spindler, 2011). In the ten phases of transformative learning theory, each by occurs
on a personal, in-depth level, it relies heavily on one’s critical self-reflection and is usually
more likely to occur when one possesses better socio-emotional skills (Calleja, 2014). Critical
self-reflection can be found traces in content reflection, process reflection and premise
reflection. The first two types are straightforward transformation, resulting from alterations in
one’s actions upon considering the factors and origins of actions taken in the past; the third
type is profound and is achieved only through consideration of the bigger picture (Mezirow,
1989; Kitchenham, 2008). To foster transformative learning, communication is crucial as it
allows individuals to identify the problematic ideas, values, and most importantly, feelings in
which certain assumptions are based; and once those sentiments/feelings/ emotions are shared
and empathised with those belonging in the same social group, those emotions become
intensified, and is construal to deeper reflexive thinking. (Taylor, 2000; Wulf, 2002). In other
words, learners’ emotionality and emotional experiences formulate the indispensable basis of
critical self-reflection, therefore are also the enabler of the integration of one’s learning from
experience. By contrast, Taylor (2000) described the avoidance and unwillingness to respond
to certain feelings in an individual as a barrier that ceases one from learning and transforming;
whereas the processing of feelings and emotions are described as therapeutic, enabling, and
facilitates personal development (p.16). The role of emotions is non-negligible, it is a human
quality that must not be overlooked, especially in the process of transformative learning.

2.2. Emergency Remote Teaching, Remote Teaching Anxiety & Digitalisation of
Education

Emergency remote teaching refers to the ‘temporary shift of instructional delivery to an
alternate delivery mode due to crisis circumstances’ (Moore & Hodges, 2023). ERT describes
remote instruction that is not as intentionally planned nor well-designed, but as provision of a
temporary solution. The covid-19 pandemic has forced education systems across the globe to
conduct school suspension, ERT was used across educational contexts to keep the learning of
students possible. This type of online learning calls upon a range of different modalities, and
online learning with the use of online systems and resources is one of the modalities, but not
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the only one. Another characteristic of ERT is that it is developed rapidly and instantly as a
response to crisis, therefore, educators might not have necessarily received former training
regarding online pedagogy, on top of that, both educators and students might also encounter
other technical and technological challenges. The construct of ERT centres around the ideology
of education in face of emergencies, despite the crisis, since education is a human right and a
right of every child, the premise justifies the importance of the continuation and delivery of
education during the pandemic (ibis). Since ERT is developed specifically during a crisis to
cope with it, it is noteworthy that ERT is different from online learning/ online teaching.

During ERT, many in-service teachers have experienced remote teaching anxiety. The rapid
shift of education modality has also brought multiple challenges to teachers, as they are situated
in a virtual teaching space, the required skills and pedagogical knowledge are very different
from the ones required in a traditional classroom (Akbana & Dikilitas, 2022; Sadig & Bavli,
2023). In fact, online teachers are expected to be ‘autonomous, creative, digitally literate,
evaluative and good at monitoring the whole learning process and knowing how to situate
learning authentically in their own classroom’ (p.159). As pointed out by Taguchi (2020),
digital spaces/ learning spaces in online teaching/learning has three pragmatics of
digitalisation: structured, semi-structured and unstructured, and each digital space requires a
separate set of skills in educators. Since learning space has altered during ERT, teachers’
priorities in classroom management have also changed to adapt to the new type of teacher-
student relation within this modality. However, not only do teachers are now forced to face
technostress in the process of adopting technology-facilitated classroom activities and
pedagogies that they are not familiar with; they also have to rapidly cope with the distress
caused by covid-19 pandemic itself— fear, loneliness, resilience, resistance to change... etc.
(Akbana & Dikilitas, 2022). Considering these factors, many teachers feel dissatisfied and
anxious during ERT, some even felt disappointed and reluctant in teaching online as they
equate it with merely dealing with a machine. Indeed, research has also pointed out that the
teachers in the study do not feel comfortable teaching as they feel incapable of creating
sufficient student enthusiasm due to their incompetencies in teaching online (Driscoll et al.,
2012; Hubalovsky et al., 2019; Ross & DiSalvo, 2020; Akbana & Dikilitas, 2022).

Another main source of anxiety comes from the assessment of students' learning. Since learning
space has been shifted to a virtual space, affective and cognitive competences in terms of in-
person interactions between teachers and students, as well as the observable body language are
no longer possible; this has led many teachers to feel uncertain about the effectiveness of their
delivery of content knowledge in class (Taguchi, 2020; Akbana & Dikilitas, 2022). Another
dominating factor which causes teachers’ remote teaching anxiety is students’ use of online
resources and in some cases, the sole reliance of accessible online resources when working on
assignments from school (Ross & DiSalvo; Russell, 2020; Choi et al., 2021). Although the
pandemic has passed, digitalisation of education is still ongoing and has even become more
widely used than before. A hybrid learning space is encouraged across educational contexts, in
which both virtual and real spaces are used alternately in the process of teaching and learning
(Trentin, 2016; Stewart, 2021). As teachers just became more experienced with online teaching
after ERT, the emergence of artificial intelligence such as ChatGPT has certainly created more
potential problems for teachers (Isaken, 2021; Garcia-Pefialvo; AbuMusab, 2023). The
appearance of artificial intelligence certainly influences education itself, and most importantly,
the role of educators. For instance, even if the use of ChatGPT is banned in certain educational
contexts, for the fear that students might generate essays or classwork there, now, such usage
is still traceable owing to the errors in reasoning and grammar that are demonstrated by it
(Garcia-Pefialvo, 2023). The role of teachers in the digital age have changed yet again— they
are expected to take on the roles as agents of change and learning consultants, whose sole
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responsibilities are to motivate students in accessing learning resources that are readily
available in the Internet, and then revolutionised learning processes and outcomes, such as
‘vision, responsibility, social sensitivity, logical ability and teacher honesty’ (Fitria and
Suminah, 2020, p.70). Petersen and Batchelor (2019) argued that teachers will not be replaced,
since their major role is to facilitate students in learning how to operate in an increasingly
complex world and extends beyond the delivery of content knowledge.

2.3. Changes in Teachers’ Identities in Transitioning to Students-Centred Classroom

Learning to teach and teaching per se, is itself a process of identity construction. As teachers
change their teaching practice and negotiate their identities and beliefs throughout the process,
they are also constructing their own professional identity and personal identity (Lave &
Wenger, 1991). When the concept of students-centred classrooms first emerged, teachers had
to alter their previous pedagogies and modify their mindsets regarding their role in the
classroom. Community of practice (CoP) was one of the most significant means that teachers
resorted to and found comfort in (Luguetti et al., 2018). The shift took place in how their role
in the classroom was to motivate their students to participate actively in class, and the challenge
lies in how those conflicts with their previous role of being the lecturer and/or the discipliner
in the classroom. In other words, the shift has also contributed to a transformation in
professional identity development, as educators reflect on their culture, beliefs, and
professional background as well as ways to strike a balance in between (ibis). In Keiler’s (2018)
research, he revealed the changes in teachers’ professional identity as the paradigm shift of
students-centred classrooms has further developed— learning and innovation skills for the 21st
century. Under the new curricular changes, the emphasis is now placed on the development of
students’ communication, collaboration, inquiry, problem solving and flexibility. In a STEM
classroom, teachers are expected to employ students-centred pedagogies, namely a
constructivist and inquiry-based approach (Keiler, 2018). There, however, remains the huge
difference between traditional teachers and ‘constructivist teachers’; the former tends to
dominate the classroom by providing direct instructions that stress on the conveyance of
content knowledge; while the latter categorise themselves as catalysts in the classrooms, whose
major duty is to bring out the curiosity and motivation in students and respond accordingly.

The construct of identity is essential in teachers’ professional development, as it contributes to
how teachers view themselves, their values, and it is core to their priorities and ultimately, how
teaching practice is performed in the classroom (Battey & Franke, 2008). Owing to the changes
in the curriculum, students-centred classrooms, and in particular the development of STEM
classes have forced educators to transform their previous training and mentality regarding the
role of a good teacher, at the same time, holding up values that are still aligned with their
personal beliefs and developing identities that could help reestablish classroom norms (ibis).
In Dole’s et.al. (2016) study, it reveals that when adapting students-centred pedagogies such as
a problem-based learning classroom and/or a project-based learning classroom, teachers had a
hard time in learning how to let go of control and to stay as facilitators in the classroom, but
the participants in the study also expressed that transformations were subsequently found in
shifted classroom structure, improved classroom climate, and changed instructional methods
and teaching goals. The role of teachers to students in the classroom has shifted from a top-
down relation to a facilitator and/or an assistant to students, despite how it has been ongoing in
the past two decades, it is noteworthy that many teachers are still experiencing the transition,
although preservice teachers might have had an easier time in the process since the received
professional training has also been altered. However, there is no doubt that teachers’
professional identities are essential in how they teach and interact with their students, and it is
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an ever-changing and on-going process that involves negotiation between their personal beliefs
and their professional self.

2.4. Teachers’ Professional Identity, Digitalised Education and Effects on Teaching
Practice

Identity concerns the construction of self; professional identity is broadly defined as a set of
understandings and notions regarding how educators consider themselves (Zhao, 2022). As a
matter of fact, Dwyer at al., (1991) also pointed out that instructional change could only
proceed with a corresponding change in beliefs about instruction and learning that occurs
within schoolteachers themselves. In other words, teachers must experience fundamental
changes in their mentality and reconstruction regarding their existing teaching practices and
beliefs to allow changes to occur in their teaching practices (Wang, 2002). In the past two
decades, the transition from teacher-centred classroom to students-centred classroom has been
a challenge to many in-service teachers, as it involved transitions that required innovative
approaches and styles as well as a change of their roles in the classroom. In addition to that,
the shift to a technology-rich classroom has also led to many challenges to teachers as it
requires technological literacy and appropriate pedagogies that utilise computers as effective
tools in their teaching. Wang’s (2002) study has revealed the teachers’ epistemological and
pedagogical orientations, and their perceptions of the teachers’ role in the classroom with and
without computers did not show a significant difference, implying teachers’ reluctance for
change in terms of utilising technology and computers in the classroom. Keengwe &
Onchwari’s (2011) study, on the other hand, reveals that issues of accountability and high-
stake exams in the educational system in the States have put teachers in the struggle of
implementing students-centred pedagogies; and yet the utilisation of computers and technology
have been used as an empowering tool in training students with higher order thinking skills and
learning skills. The reason behind it is that teachers have equated innovation with the use of
technology and tend to construct more creative pedagogies during the knowledge-building
processes when designing instructional practices in the classroom. In Anthony & Noel’s (2021)
research, it explores the disruptive impact that covid-19 and ERT have on education itself.
Virtual education has improved teachers’ digital-technological literacy and pedagogy, resulting
in a positive impact on their professional identity. However, during the early stages of ERT,
many teachers initially lacked the training and skills required to facilitate quality online classes,
which led to a state of anxiety and frustration amongst them.

Teacher-student relationships have also been challenged during ERT and virtual teaching;
although some teachers managed to carry out online classes and deliver them with quality,
while creating a less formal and a much closer bonding with their students as compared to
traditional classroom settings; other teachers struggled to support their students’ learning and
their socio-emotional needs, causing students to become unmotivated in class and completely
detached from others in school (Anthony & Noel, 2021; De Gioannis et al., 2023). According
to Sadic & Bavli’s (2023) study, they revealed that innovative teaching experiences during
ERT was both positive and negative, in a sense that it made teachers realise that it was
necessary for them to rethink the teaching process, instead of relaying information, they should
take on the role of inspiring their students and motivating them using enquiry-based
pedagogies. On the other hand, ERT has also led to many doubts that occur within teachers, as
their motivation to teach and to employ innovative pedagogies and utilise technology also
depend highly on students’ motivation to learn, which was interpreted by their responses in
class, such as whether their cameras were on, etc. The challenge lies on the fact that motivation
is a contagious factor between teachers and students, and it is essential for both parties to enable
quality virtual teaching and learning. The lack of motivation in either party results in self-doubt
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amongst teachers and being even more uncertain about their roles in the classroom and/or
whether they are even necessary in a virtual class (Singh, 2016; Sixto-Garcia & Duarte-Melo,
2020; Sadi¢c & Bavli, 2023).

Additionally, since ERT, and advances and reliance on technology in education have
accelerated, information and knowledge has become temporary and easily accessible, thereby
causing content knowledge in a class to have shifted from the major duty of schoolteachers to
one that might have been put in challenge by easy access to the Internet and the emergence of
artificial intelligence (Fitria & Suminah, 2020). The virtual place of learning has led to changes
in the significance of schooling itself, schools are no longer the only place and source of
learning; teachers are no longer considered as the only experts and students’ dependence on
teachers has been heavily reduced since cyberspace has enabled other forms of learning. Owing
to such changes, the role of teacher now focuses on construction and discovery through
enquiry, interaction and collaboration has become key in the classroom to distinguish the
necessity of schooling and schoolteachers from virtual learning spaces that are readily available
and accessible. Petersen & Batchelor (2019) argued in their research that teaching is too
complex to be simply replaced by artificial intelligence; in particular, the concept of teacher
mindfulness— a reflexive approach in teaching, was raised as a strong base for the argument
that Al will only be enough as an assistance in the classroom, as they are believed to lack the
ability in nurturing students with creative thinking abilities, social-emotional skills; which are
believed to be crucial to humanity as human reasoning is often embedded with emotional
factors. Benade (2020) and Maksimovi¢ & Dimi¢ (2016), on the other hand, postulated that
open school design should be the future of education as it encourages flexibility in learning and
teaching, with a focus on collaboration, team teaching and designed content that make use of a
technology-enriched classroom and yield educational benefits that are required in this digital
era. Teaching practices will likely undergo changes under the effects of Al, but since 21st
century learning reflects fluidity, unpredictability and complexity, teachers are encouraged to
integrate Al and virtual learning space as the ‘third teacher’, thereby not making their role in
the classroom obsolete.

3. Methodology

This research is qualitative based, it makes use of focus group study. Through analysing the
dialogue amongst five schoolteachers who teach in five different schools in Hong Kong,
Singapore and Taiwan, the research seeks to explore how schoolteachers themselves view
teaching, and whether it might be replaced by artificial intelligence. Focus group method
produces high quality data when employed with the procedures, as it gives space for informants
to interact, converse and exchange ideas surrounding the same subject (Creswell, 1998). In this
research, focus group interview is employed as it relies on the conversation flow and ebbs
between the teacher informants to enable a relaxed, opened-up and in-depth discussion
regarding their perceptions on professional identities since ERT and the emergence of artificial
intelligence after the pandemic.

The analysis of the focus group interview was conducted based on thematic analysis; the
common and/or frequently appeared words and language patterns spoken and used by
participants were categorised as themes/ perspectives (Creswell, 1998). The interview was
conducted in English, but occasionally it is mixed with Cantonese and Chinese, depending on
the native language spoken by the informant. Due to limited resources and the fact that this is
only preliminary research of the topic, only one focus group was used as data in the research.
However, each interviewee has also been interviewed separately and individually, contributing
to the date of three other in-depth interviews. These interviews were conducted after the focus
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group interview was done, to provide a chance for informants to further elaborate on their ideas
and perceptions. It also allows me as an ethnographer to be surer about the identified themes
from the focus group interview.

Five informants are selected in the study; they are schoolteachers from three different primary
and secondary schools located in Hong Kong, Singapore and Taiwan. Table 1 has been created
to illustrate the demographic background about these informants.

Table 1.
Demographic background about the five informants
Informant School, teaching subject & teaching Former online teaching experience
(Pseudonym) experience
Mr. Jack Local primary school in Hong Kong; 1 year of training during practicum
Mathematics, 8 years
Mr. Tan International primary school in Singapore; Constant reliance on flipped classroom
Science, 4 years and digital learning materials
Ms. Alicia Local secondary school in Taipei; English, 9  None
years
Mr. John Private secondary school in Hong Kong; Constant reliance on digital learning
Economics, 5 years materials & e-classroom
Ms. Wong Local secondary school in Hong Kong; None

Chinese; 11 years

During the focus group interview, although it was a casual, semi-structured interview, some
guided questions were drafted, and the interview was conducted based on them. The interview
guide asks the following questions:

1. What was your experience like when ERT was implemented during covid-19
pandemic?

2. How did the experience change you as a teacher?

3. What have you noticed as the biggest difference, or the most concerning characteristic
about your students after the pandemic?

4. Did you rely on digital tools more frequently after the pandemic? Do you use ChatGPT
in class & why/ why not?

5. Do you think teachers will become obsolete in the era of artificial intelligence? Why/
why not?

The interview was recorded by audio and was transcribed afterwards, and the transcripts are
translated to English, back translation was also used in specific terms and sentences that involve
colloquial to ensure accuracy of the language. Table 1 shows the characteristics of these
teaching informants. The five informants were carefully selected, and they can be grouped in
different ways based on their characteristics. They were chosen based on snowball sampling
and are referrals from former informants that | have once worked with. Regarding these five
informants, two of them teach in primary schools and the other three are in secondary schools;
two of them teach in private and international schools while the others are in local schools; two
of them have no former knowledge about online teaching before the pandemic and the others
have relevant training and/or experience; three of them are teachers in Hong Kong and the
others are in Taipei and Singapore. Despite these similarities and differences, their discussion
was very smooth, and they were very engaged throughout the process. Their views also share
some similarities, showing that the nature of teaching is somehow communicable amongst
teachers despite cultural and educational contexts.
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4. Data Analysis

The transcripts are analysed using thematic and narrative analysis. They have been re-read and
reviewed repeatedly throughout the analysis; table 2 has been created to illustrate the recurring
themes identified in each question during the focus group discussion. The five questions are
designed based on the research question that explores how schoolteachers themselves view and
criticise the teaching profession, and their view on its replaceability in the artificial intelligence

era.

Table 2.
Thematic analysis: Recurring themes and relevant quotes from informants

Qu Keywords Recurring Relevant quotes from informants
esti Theme(s)
ons
1 Confused; Remote teaching ‘Honestly, teaching itself has always been like this, I think
anxious; lack  anxiety we all know, it’s like crossing a river blindly while trying to
of relevant navigate with both your hands in the water for the stones...’
pedagogies;
not having the ‘I have always relied on e-classroom, but this is different,
right software everything is shifted and moved online, it’s become very
and hard to know if my students have fully grasped the content
equipment knowledge, I can’t even be sure that they have been 100%
with me in the Zoom classroom...’
‘Tt was quite terrible for me as well; | have only done one
year of relevant training when | was a student-teacher. |
don’t have the skills, the software not the right equipment
to teach Mathematics online... The show must go on
somehow, but I don’t even know if my students are
benefiting from the class...’
2 Let go of Transformative ‘T am not the same teacher as before. | think it [the
control; experience experience] taught me to become more communicative with
communicate my students. My students have always been quite good at
directly with academics, but as their teacher I can’t take all the credits.
students; not This time | have experienced it strongly, as they rely a lot
the same on crash courses available online. What can you do though,
teacher as except to convince yourself that they are just being self-
before; using motivated...’
digital tools
as assistance ‘I see what you mean, it’s absolutely a process of letting
in class g0... [ would say for me it’s a change in how I bond with

my students. Basically, | gave them my WhatsApp number,
and opened a group chat with them. | think it helped as it is
more direct, and they do send me private messages to ask
guestions about the content of the class from time to time. |
also use it to chase after their homework and assignments,
etc. | now feel closer to them, and perhaps this kind of
supportive relationship is what | would go for in the future
as well. Perhaps not necessarily in a WhatsApp group, but |
will find some ways...’

‘I have been a teacher for 11 years, I have never for once
used any digital tools. ERT has certainly challenged me in
many ways, but it also gave me different skill sets in
teaching. | realise how much more engaged my students are
in history when | use Anime and videos in class. | also rely
on crossword puzzles and online pop quizzes to test how
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Qu Keywords Recurring Relevant quotes from informants

esti Theme(s)

ons

attentive they have been in class and how much they have
understood. | have continued to use these tools even after
the pandemic, and I think it is really bringing some positive
effects in my class.’

3 Degradation ~ Widened learning ‘First day of school after the pandemic, I remember seeing
in social gap, a form 1 boy in our uniform, standing next to the bus stop
skills; & poorer socio- and not knowing how to hail it... The bus driver was kind
underdevelop  emotional enough to stop still, then I observed him, he didn’t even put
ed life skills;  development on his uniform properly, his tie was a terrible mess, and |
sense of think we are talking about basic life skills here...’
detachment;
widened ‘Our school has always been very selective with students,
learning gap; in general | would say most of them have helpers at home
learning loss and so we can’t observe their difference from the outside,

they all look neat and decent. But during the lesson, they
basically refuse to interact with one another, the higher
form students are much better, but the junior form ones, it’s
not that they don’t want to engage in the lesson, but they
just seem so detached even if they are expressing their
opinions with their peers.’

‘My students are always not too good at English because in
Taiwan, you basically don’t have to speak it very well.
Local students are usually very good in other subjects, I can
sense some learning loss though after the pandemic, the
higher form students aren’t reaching the levels that they
should’ve reached; and my junior form students are just
even harder to teach now, because of the huge learning gap
in the same class. Basically, not every student’s family can
afford a private tutor, for those whose parents can’t do so,
they rely on themselves, and their academic performance is
a direct reflection of how well | have taught and how much
they have absorbed. I don’t blame them, of course, and I
think | have tried my best as well, but for sure it would
have been much better if I had had some online teaching
experience before the pandemic happened. Now | am
proactively brainstorming ways to remedy or to reverse the
learning loss and to help these students.’

‘My students are quite well-off and are usually from
resourceful families. They are used to online learning tools
since it is also part of our usual syllabus and how our
school teaches, flipped classrooms and so on. However, |
notice my students lose temper and attention a lot easier
than before, and even if | compare them with previous
students of the same age, it seems that the pandemic has
made my students a lot less patient somehow. They are
quick-tempered and aren’t very helpful to their peers, it’s
almost as if they don’t really care enough to help each other
out; or simply to socialise with one another... Lack of
social skills I would even say. | think this might have
something to do with the intensive use of the Internet. Some
research does suggest that it could desensitise children,
especially those aged between 6-13, which is exactly my
students’ age.’
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Qu Keywords Recurring Relevant quotes from informants

esti Theme(s)

ons

4 Blended Acceptance of ‘To be honest, I didn’t really like digital tools, I never rely
learning; cater digital tools as a part on them before. The pandemic has caused me some guilt as
to students’ of education I see my students’ progress was slower than before, I can’t
progress; help but think it might have been my responsibility as | lack
healthy former online teaching experience and so I don’t have the
balance best skills for them in this situation. Now | use digital tools
required; like e-classrooms, occasional Zoom tutorial lessons after

accept digital
tools as part
of teaching

school, Google classroom for pre-lesson self-learning
materials, etc. | think it is the way education is heading to,
this is how both me and my students get used to it and
become better at making digitalisation a part of teaching
and learning. However, | am still reluctant to use ChatGPT,
with my junior form students, | fear that they would not be
able to write by themselves in fluent English anymore if |
let them use it in class and in their assignments. For my
senior form students, | think I am open to letting them have
a taste of it just for one to two sessions, because when they
are in university, perhaps it will be the trend. However, | do
not want Al to kill their creativity and stifle their critical
thinking skills. It seems that the thinking process is
outsourced to an Al, and I am not sure about the idea...’

‘I see what you mean, but I think the more you use
technology, the more you will see how it is just a tool at the
end of the day. In science for example, demonstration
videos and online Q & A games really help my students
grasp the concepts a lot easier and faster. This can also
depend on the subject | suppose, but | think there is no
escape, digitalisation and artificial intelligence is the future
of education and we are already on the path, like it or not.
Better be prepared and understand them well. ChatGPT is
useful in essay writing, but it does contain lots of mistakes
too at this stage, like the references and book titles, as well
as the logic in between arguments, it is not always perfect. |
once caught a student use it in her science report. Instead of
yelling at her, | asked her to show me how she has
commanded ChatGPT to do it, I guess it’s a way for me to
better understand these tools as well. At the same time, |
found out that she misunderstood some jargon in the
experiment, and the experience also made her realise the
flaws that ChatGPT still contains. | always tell my students
that they first need to be able to outsmart the Al, or at least
understand what it is doing, and a unidirectional reliance
will only make them suffer in the end. I think it’s the same
for us teachers too.’

‘T have always used digital teaching tools; in Economics it
really helps with graphics and computational programmes
to demonstrate certain concepts. | do rely on it even more
after the pandemic because the materials have already been
digitised and were used during the pandemic, to not waste
my efforts, and to ensure consistency in my teaching, at
least for the same class, and/or the topics that | find
particularly helpful with digital tools, | basically blended in
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Qu
esti
ons

Keywords

Recurring
Theme(s)

Relevant quotes from informants

digital tools as part of my teaching. As for ChatGPT, |
personally use it when generating topics for quizzes and
exams, assignments, and for designing games and rubrics
that are related to Economics when helping my higher form
students revise for their IB exams. | use ChatGPT anti-
tracking software to trace if my students have done the
assignments and essays by themselves, because I need to
make sure that they do understand those key concepts.
Other than that, I basically don’t forbid them to use it,
although I also don’t openly encourage them to do so. |
think whether T let them, if they use it, it’s just a matter of
whether | think it is detrimental to the end goal that | have
set up for the session. If that is the case, then for sure they
will be asked to re-do the assignments. If not, | guess there
is no huge harm in using ChatGPT, | agree with Ms. Tan, |
do think it is going to be the future of education.’

‘As I teach Chinese, I am still not entirely convinced that
digital tools will be the only way to teach. For sure it helps
with increasing my students’ interests in general, especially
like history and some grammatical concepts. However, |
prefer reading with a book and writing things with a pen.
There is also numerous research that points out the benefits
of the traditional ways as compared to the harmful effects
that digitalisation has to the cognitive development of the
brain. I find it a shame that digitalisation is overwhelming
education. I can’t speak for every subject, but for language
subjects, at least for Chinese, I still insist that the old way is
way better. As for ChatGPT, I think it is a type of slow
poison that kills my students' reading and writing ability,
even their research abilities. | wish for there to be a balance
between digitisation and the traditional teaching and
learning; it is perhaps true that technology is becoming a
part of education, but it doesn’t mean we should play a part
in accelerating the process or forcing it in our teaching even
when it is not most suited.’

Teachers are
not just
knowledge
imparters;
teachers are
like the third
parent; for
certain
subjects only;
difficult to
replace
teachers as a
whole

Teachers’ refined
roles in the
classroom

‘I don’t see how Al can entirely replace teachers. I would
say, for Mathematics at least, for sure Al might be faster
and more accurate at calculations, however teaching is not
about how good you are at the subject, it is about how good
you teach, how observant you are to your students’ learning
needs and how knowledgeable you are in terms of
pedagogies and teaching strategies, so as to channel those
concepts to your students. Most of the time, students
themselves don’t have the ability to explain to you that they
don’t understand, but in their work, as an experienced
teacher, it is something that you should be able to spot and
then respond correspondingly. Basically, teaching is a
complicated process, and it is way much more than
imparting knowledge.’

‘My subject is all about applications of concepts and how
they are used in the analysis of different cases. Economics
in general is a subject that requires lots of critical thinking
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Qu Keywords
esti
ons

Recurring
Theme(s)

Relevant quotes from informants

and awareness based on facts and theories, especially in the
formulation of arguments, it must follow certain
frameworks. | would not say that Al will replace us, but
then perhaps the use of Al as assistant teachers is likely to
be the case. Economics is all about conceptual frameworks
and with Al, the visualisation will make those concepts a
lot less abstract and easier to grasp. However, it relies
heavily on teachers’ teaching experience and familiarity of
his students to spot and identify which concepts to further
elaborate on. Teaching is about effectively communicating
certain knowledge to students, and I don’t see how Al will
make teachers obsolete in this case.’

‘I must admit that during the pandemic, I had a phase in
which | felt like my role was completely redundant. When |
was teaching on Zoom, not all my students turned on their
cameras, it felt so much like | was talking to myself and
having zero idea nor feedback regarding whether those
content knowledge was passed to my students at all.
Knowing how easy it is to go online and just rely on crash
courses and other online materials, | was convinced that
teachers were completely replaceable. Until one day when |
started having private chats with my students during break
times, they were sharing with me their anxieties about the
pandemic, the health of their families and themselves; one
student even asked me if I thought it was the end of the
world... During these kinds of discussions, they were
emotionally charged and very authentic. That moment hit
me hard. | realise teachers are like their third parent, a
guardian, a very important one indeed, that helps them find
the path and the courage to hold on and to overcome any
mental blockages or challenges. Teaching is not just about
the knowledge itself, it is important for sure, but then the
relationship between teachers and students is what’s going
to affect my students most. | recall my experience when |
was a student, I really don’t remember much about what
has been taught, but the memories and conversations that |
had with my teachers, things that they said which have
encouraged me or in some cases, insulted and discouraged
me, are the memories that lasted. I think it will always be
the case, no matter how advanced technology is.’

The focus group interview lasted for about 65 minutes in total, it was conducted online, and
these informants did not know each other in person before the discussion. They were introduced
very briefly before the start of the discussion so that they have a general idea about the context
that the individual’s opinions and comments are based. Since these five informants are all from
different subject backgrounds, it allows a more general discussion and a wider range of
expression regarding the discussion questions. Table 2 shows some of the significant quotes
during the focus group discussion, and they correspond to some recurring keywords, which
then allowed me to identify some main themes based on the discussion framework under each
research question on the interview guide.

In each research question, one big theme was identified, it is a recurring theme that centres
around the discussion in the focus group, it is the most significant theme and one that protrudes.
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For the first question: 1. What was your experience like when ERT was implemented during
covid-19 pandemic? The identified theme was remote teaching anxiety; some keywords were
repeatedly used in the elaboration of each informant during the discussion. The second
question: How did the experience change you as a teacher? The singled-out theme was
‘transformative experience’, as most of the informants expressed how the pandemic changed
their views and perceptions regarding using digital teaching tools in the lesson. The third
research question: What have you noticed as the biggest difference, or the most concerning
characteristic about your students after the pandemic? There are two equally important and
related themes, which were ‘widened learning gap & poorer socio-emotional development’.
Informants have mutually pointed out that their students seem to be more detached and much
less sociable in class. They also discussed how the learning gap has been widened, as each
student has different degrees of access to resources and that implies learning loss for some,
thereby causing a wider learning gap in the class. The fourth question was: Did you rely on
digital tools more frequently after the pandemic? Do you use ChatGPT in class & why/ why
not? Most teachers are more open about incorporating digital tools in their teaching; however,
some are quite reluctant towards the use of ChatGPT, and several have expressed similar
concerns in how artificial intelligence might stifle students’ creativity and critical thinking
skills. The identified theme was ‘acceptance of digital tools as a part of education’. It is also
connected to the third research question and is indeed a part of transformative learning. The
fifth question was: Do you think teachers will become obsolete in the era of artificial
intelligence? Why/ why not? The identified theme is ‘teachers’ refined roles in the classroom.
Most informants disagree that teachers might become reluctant and obsolete under the
increased use of artificial intelligence in the classroom. Although they all agree that it is an
inevitable trend that modern education is heading to, the discussion shows that the existence of
artificial intelligence has simply made them realise their refined role as teachers in the
classroom. Aspects such as emotional support, emotional bonding and connecting and
providing guidance to students are some of the important aspects and duties that these
informants believe a good teacher should be able to carry out. These are also the traits and
characteristics that artificial intelligence might not be able to replace humans entirely yet, since
it lacks the ability to understand the emotions of humans at this stage.

5. Discussion

5.1. Remote Teaching Anxiety

In general, the informants exhibited remote teaching anxiety, it is noteworthy that the term
itself was not at all mentioned throughout the discussion, however, the keywords which
recurred during the discussion were emotionally charged. These emotions were related to
anxieties, and confusion. Not all these informants had former online teaching experience; as a
matter of fact, only two informants: Mr. Tan and Mr. John is used to online teaching and using
digital teaching tools before the implementation of emergency remote teaching. One interesting
common characteristic between these informants was that they were both teaching at middle
class to upper class schools, one was an international school in Singapore, and another was a
private school in Hong Kong; perhaps this also signifies the difference between the reliance of
public and private education in these two jurisdictions. As for the other informants, they had
very limited to no former online teaching experience at all. ERT was ‘the biggest disruption’
that they have faced in their teaching life by far, even though they tried to rationalise it by
comparing it to the other challenges faced in teaching itself— ‘just as how it’s like crossing the
river by waddling through the water with both hands’.
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Another aspect is that these informants, despite their online teaching experiences, all expressed
concerns regarding their students’ progress and whether they have grasped the messages and
the teaching materials in the lesson. For instance, Mr. Jack specifically mentioned that when
students do not turn on their cameras, it made him feel ‘particularly anxious’ because of the
lack of ‘body language’ and hence causing him ‘a lack of sense or any hint at all regarding
whether the student is fully present in the lesson’. This is completely different from the usual
pedagogy and classroom management skill that Mr Jack employs; at the same time, owing to
a lack of extra support and training courses regarding ERT pedagogies and/or online teaching
pedagogies, informants who shared similar concerns also expressed the anxiety of
accountability issue. These teaching informants feel responsible for the ‘continuation of
education’ but are also suffering from lots of stress and anxieties at the same time since they
did not feel like they ‘are qualified enough’ to teach online, as they feel ‘they lack the skills to
transfer their pedagogies and teaching skills online’.

5.2. Transformative Experience

All in all, the ERT experience is transformative to these informants, as their view and
perception towards online teaching has completely changed afterwards. Mezirow (1978)’s
transformative theory postulated the process of transformative learning to begin from critical
self-reflection after the occurrence of disorientation. The disorientation in this case would be
the pandemic and the urgency to employ ERT; it brought lots of critical self-reflection in these
informants. These informants were very doubtful of their teaching roles when the pandemic
began. In an online classroom, the teaching space has been completely shifted to a virtual one,
these teachers have experienced the loss of control and power in the class, while some discussed
their strong sense of self-doubts, since they could no longer be certain about their students’
learning through observing their body language. The disability of in-person teaching has also
disabled these teaching individuals’ confidence and sense of assurance in class. Some of them
‘did not feel competent enough’ in teaching their students through online tools and means; as
for the other two informants who are used to online medium, they also expressed ‘concerns
about the intensive use of the Internet and online medium’ because ‘it is simply not the same
as blended learning, but everything is completely online’. More importantly, some informants
even expressed how the intense self-doubts have led them to think that teachers might just be
some sort of entertainers, and their students did not necessarily need them in the classroom
anyway, since knowledge and learning resources are widely accessible online. An interesting
turn occurred as these individuals continue with the online teaching environment, and gradually
bonded with their students through social media. MR. John mentioned that the WhatsApp
group has allowed him to be closer with his students, and it also provided him a way to show
genuine care to them. His students’ trust and connection with him deepened as time passed by.
In fact, both Mr. John and Ms. Alicia have been asked by their students ‘if the pandemic means
the end of the world’ and ‘if the world is ending, what is the point of learning’. Similar
conversations have occurred between the other informants and their students, and these
informants have been inspired and experienced even deeper self-reflection owing to these
cosmological questions. The conversations led them to think about the fundamentals of
education per se. To illustrate, Ms. Wong and Ms. Alicia both discussed how they have
reflected deeply about ‘what makes a great teacher’. It is these kinds of critical reflection, that
have led them to the transformative learning experience.

The theme of transformative experience is identified in the discussion as these informants have
all mentioned how the experience changed them as a teacher on multiple aspects, for instance,
their relationship with students in terms of communication and trust. For instance, Ms. Wong,
who has been teaching for 11 years and has no former online teaching experience at all, has

60



European Journal of Teaching and Education, 6(2): 45-69, 2024

expressed that ‘she felt like a different teacher as ERT has equipped her with new skills sets in
teaching’. Transformative learning requires the next step of reintegration the individual should
have changed the habits of mind and reintegrated the new knowledge into the future. Ms. Wong
has expressed that she ‘has used digital tools more often in class even after the pandemic’,
because she realises that crossword puzzles and digital pop quizzes and animated short clips
have really caught her students’ attention and raise their interests especially when she teaches
topics that are usually quite boring for them. In addition to that, Ms. Alicia, who’s a local
secondary school teacher in Taiwan, despite her 9 years of teaching experience, she has never
conducted online teaching before ERT. Ms. Alicia expressed in the interview that she ‘is not
the same teacher as before’, on a sense that she has acquires new ways of ‘communicating with
her students’, she mentioned that her students rely a lot on crash courses and other accessible
materials online, however, instead of doubting them and distrusting them, or even accusing
those students for learning ahead of her teaching, and/or cheating in an assignment, she has
decided to ‘let go of control’ and the idea of ‘having to ensure that students have only learnt
the knowledge from school teachers’; she even pointed out that perhaps the former mentality
is a way to ‘establish the top-down relationship with students, so as to ensure the respect from
students will always remain’.

On one hand, there is indeed not sufficient evidence to conclude whether students’ respect for
teachers are solely built upon that, from her experience and the stories that she mentioned
during the interview, it seems that her students still respect her as a teacher, and more to that,
as a friend and someone trustworthy even, the moment she has decided to trust her students in
making use of online resources by themselves and motivated them by posting challenging
questions, which has ultimately made her students even more self-motivated in her lessons. As
a matter of fact, even for Mr. John, who has always been relying on digital teaching tools, also
mentioned that ERT has been ‘a process of letting go’ and it has ‘changed how he bonds with
his students’. Mr. John has created a Whatsapp group using his private number and has stayed
in touch with his students through social media. This is very different from how he usually
connects with his students, but it has also ‘brought him closer to them’ as it is ‘a direct way’ to
communicate with the students, as well as to monitor their learning process. Mr John also
mentioned that some students feel too shy to ask questions in an in-person setting and are even
too shy to do so in an online learning environment, yet these students can ask him freely
regarding their academic confusions. This has ‘increased the trust between students and the
teacher’ and has in a way ‘helped students become more motivated and to have more self-
efficacy’ in learning.

5.3. Widened Learning Gap and Poorer Socio-Emotional Development

When asked about the biggest difference and/or concern that these teachers have observed in
their students, from their responses, the identified theme was widened learning gap and poorer
socio-emotional development. As a matter of fact, there is also research which has shown the
detrimental effects that ERT has brought to students in general, these include poorer cognitive
development, empathy development, and socio-emotional abilities (Kuhfeld et al., 2023).
Regarding the informants, Ms. Wong, who teaches in a local secondary school in Hong Kong,
has shared a story about a form one boy, which is equivalent to a 13-year-old, who did not have
the knowledge regarding hailing a bus and signalling the bus driver to stop. In addition to that,
she specifically mentioned how his uniform was not properly put on, and that his tie ‘was a
complete mess’. These are exampling that Ms. Wong has used to illustrate the degradation in
life skills and general social skills that previous students of the same age that Ms. Wong once
taught had. This was concerning because Ms. Wong has been an experienced teacher and is
familiar with the kind of behaviours that students of a certain age should be capable of. What
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she described in the interview is an indicator that there has been some delay in students’
cognitive and socio-emotional development in general.

As a matter of fact, this has been agreed with other informants as well, and the fact that they
all nodded with agreement during the focus group discussion shows that it has been an
observable trend not just in Hong Kong, but also concerns Taiwan and Singapore. Mr. John,
who teaches in a private secondary school in Hong Kong, pointed out that even if students from
that school in general come from families with higher socio-economic statuses, it only has an
impact on their looks and in maintaining decency when it comes to their uniforms. However,
Mr. John highlighted these students’ refusal in engaging in discussion and interacting with their
peers during the lesson. He particularly took note of the difference he has observed between
junior and senior form students, and postulated that perhaps the junior form students are too
young to have been exposed to intensive online learning and a complete isolated learning
atmosphere; whereas the senior form students have relatively more stable and matured learning
modes and familiarity about expected behaviours in class, and so the pandemic might have had
less effects on them. In addition to that, he specifically used the term ‘detachment’ when
describing his junior form students in terms of how they interact and socialise with their peers.
This is also consistent with Kuhfeld et al. (2023)’s research, which revealed that the pandemic
has also caused students to become less socially and emotionally available and attached to their
peers and to events of the world in general. In terms of social-emotional development, Mr. Tan
has also added in the discussion after Mr. John’s sharing and mentioned that his students have
become more quick-tempered and a lot less patient and empathetic after ERT; in which he also
described as ‘intensive online learning’, which he also suspects might have ‘caused emotional
developmental damage and/or socialising abilities’.

As for the widened learning gap in class, this has been a concern brought up by all informants
in the discussion. They have mentioned that students who have always been above average are
now either more superior than before, or they managed to stay above average; whereas those
who have been performing sub-par have gotten even worse in terms of knowledge acquisition,
academic achievements and learning motivation in class. The term ‘learning losses’ has been
used by Ms. Alicia, when describing her senior form students, whose families cannot afford
private tutorial lessons for them. For these students, they have not been able to perform what
students should have been able to in a normal setting. First, this is correlated to unequal
resource distribution owing to one’s SES; second, Ms. Alicia also specifically mentioned that
the learning outcome and performance of students without extra help is simply a reflection of
how well they have been learning, which she equates that to how well she has been teaching.
Other informants also agreed with her, when she mentioned ‘remedies must be done to reverse
the learning loss in some students’, and some informants also added that the socio-cognitive
and social-emotional development of students should also be taken care of. This part of the
focus group interview reveals that perhaps the lockdown and suspension of school have
impaired students’ socialisation abilities; at the same time, it also reveals how it is a problem
and/or phenomenon that is observable and occurring across Taiwan, Singapore, and Hong
Kong.

5.4. Acceptance of Digital Tools as a Part of Education

Before the pandemic, some teachers were reluctant to utilise digital teaching tools in class; the
interview question in this section concerns teachers’ views and perception regarding digital
teaching and learning tools, and they were also asked to comment on ChatGPT. The appearance
of ChatGPT went viral within a short period of time, and it has affected education in several
ways (AbuMusab, 2023). Ms. Alicia, who has never ‘relied on digital tools before’, has
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discussed how the pandemic made her realise the importance of online teaching, and she even
expressed a sense of guilt owing to the worry that her lack of former online teaching experience
has been the cause for the jeopardization of her students’ learning. On top of that, she is a lot
more open to the usage of digital tools in class now, and even considers that a way to practise
and to prepare her students for the future. It is noteworthy that all informants agreed in the
interview that digitalisation is the way of education and where it is heading. As for ChatGPT,
Ms. Wong fears that her junior form students’ writing, and critical thinking skills might be
negatively affected if it is used more frequently. For her senior form students, she has used
them in several sections as she believes it is her responsibility to prepare her students for
university, and that she sees ChatGPT as the leading trend when her students graduate from
high school.

On the other hand, other informants might have completely different views regarding
ChatGPT; as a matter of fact, it seems that the more the informants are used to digital teaching
tools, the less reluctant and the more accepting s/he is towards the use of digital tools and even
ChatGPT. Mr. Tan, for instance, who is a science teacher at an international primary school in
Singapore, has always relied on digital tools, flipped classrooms and blended learning in his
teaching. He gave an example in which ChatGPT was used by one of his students in the science
report, and instead of disciplining that student, he chose to communicate and find out how the
work was generated. He described it as ‘an inevitable process in this digital era’ and that ‘it is
always better to know more about the tools, to be familiar with the pros and cons, before
deciding whether or not to use it, and more importantly, how exactly to use it’. Mr. Tan’s view
is shared by Mr. John, who teaches Economics in a private secondary school in Hong Kong.
Similar to Mr. Tan, Mr. John is also used to digital teaching and learning materials as well as
the e-classroom. He specifically mentioned one more reason to use them more frequently after
the pandemic, which is that the materials have been specially ‘updated, prepared and digitised
during the pandemic, and it only makes sense to use them more often, so the efforts do not go
to waste; and second, so that students’ learning is slightly more consistent’. Mr. John also
shares the same view regarding ChatGPT and pointed out that ‘as teachers, it is not a matter of
whether or not you allow it in class, it’s more about whether or not you can identify its
application when your students rely on them’. He also uses ChatGPT himself in generating
exam papers and rubrics for class activities he explained that ‘it saves him a lot of time as
compared to having to do everything from scratch’. His attitude towards ChatGPT is positive
in general, he sees that as part of the digitisation of education. However, he also uses anti-
ChatGPT and Al-tracking app to trace whether his students have made use of ChatGPT in
assignments ‘that should be used as chances to practise their critical thinking skills and
application of the theories in Economics’ because ‘the public exam is still what matters most,
and that ChatGPT is not going to be helpful during it’.

Additionally, another interesting finding is that these informants in general, agree there is a
difference in which digital teaching tools and ChatGPT could be applied based on the subject
that they teach. For instance, Ms. Wong and Ms. Alicia both pointed out that language subjects
rely on students’ frequent reading and writing practices to increase their knowledge and to
ensure higher grammatical accuracy in a linguistic sense. Both did not rely on digital teaching
tools before the pandemic, and both have expressed concerns regarding how digital tools could
jeopardise students’ reading and writing abilities. As a matter of fact, this has also been
revealed as a negative effect of distance learning and online education in some research
(Trentin, 2016; Benade, 2020; Moore et al., 2023). They also expressed concerns about the
usage of ChatGPT and how it might possibly ‘kill students’ writing and even research abilities’
as it has the function to generate an essay, thereby taking away the opportunity for students to
practise their writing using the language. Ms. Wong has made a remark towards the end of the

63



European Journal of Teaching and Education, 6(2): 45-69, 2024

interview that it is important for there to be a balance between digitisation and education itself;
indicating the view that digitalisation is the inevitable trend of education, but it is a path rather
than an end goal, and by striking a balance in between, it allows the maintenance of high-
quality education and benefits to students’ learning.

5.5. Teachers’ Refined Role in the Classroom

The discussion on this section was indeed the most intriguing as my informants have spent
relatively longer time in expressing their opinions on this. In general, all of them do not think
that teachers will become obsolete the era of artificial intelligence, the reasons varied but on a
broad level, they can be categorised using the same theme— teachers’ roles have become more
refined, not only that they are not merely knowledge imparters, but they have also bonded more
closely with their students, taking up the role as a third parent and even to act as their moral
compass. Mr. Jack, who teaches primary school students in Hong Kong, has pointed out the
advantages and edge that artificial intelligence has over schoolteachers and/or the human brain.
It is undeniable that Al can ‘perform faster and more accurately at calculations’, however, it
does not mean that Al are automatically good teachers. He specifically mentioned several
criteria to be a good Mathematics teacher, namely ‘to be aware of students’ issues and
misconceptions’ because ‘students often lack the ability to explain what they do not
understand’ and it is therefore ‘a good teacher’s responsibility to identify those specific needs
and act upon them using corresponding pedagogies and teaching methods. Mr. John shares a
similar view in this regard, as both Economics and Mathematics do share some similar qualities
in terms of theories and how the two subjects’ function, Mr. John pointed out the benefits of
utilising Al in his case in illustrating abstract concepts to his students. In both informants’
explanation and elaboration, the role of Al is still an assistant to a schoolteacher in the
classroom, but do not have the communication strategies and pedagogies that are enough to
make teachers redundant.

In addition, it is true that the role of schoolteachers has been changing and have undergone
many changes in the last two decades. From teachers-centred classroom to students-centred
classroom; and with the implementation of STEM classes which encouraged an enquiry-based
learning atmosphere; and now, the advancement of technology and the reliance of digitalisation
and technology in education. In Ms. Wong’s sharing regarding her opinion on teachers’ role in
the digital era, she also discussed her doubts at first when Zoom classes were introduced. The
lack of in-person body language, signs and eye contacts have caused her to feel frustrated as
there was no feedback from her students. Not only was she concerned about the learning
progress of the students, but she was also anxious about teaching itself, as it felt like ‘she is
just treated as some kind of character talking on a video, some kind of person on TV that they
could just mute anytime they feel like it’. At the same time, Ms. Wong mentioned her fear of
being replaced even in the aspect of imparting content knowledge, as online learning resources
are way too accessible and available. However, in the discussion itself, the most important idea
that protrudes was that teaching is a lot more than imparting knowledge. Teaching is about
communicating and ‘being the moral compass for students, the role model and even acting like
a third parent to one’s students. All the informants mentioned that their students have
approached them during the pandemic and expressed their concerns about public health, and
some even asked for their opinion on whether it was the end of the world. These kinds of
questions involve these informants’ personal views and cosmological perception. They ought
to be answered and responded carefully because their responses could be key to how their
students perceive the pandemic, and eventually their future and the world. This kind of
philosophical discussion which does not only involve logic, reasoning, but also considers
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emotions, is exactly what is believed to have made the role of teachers more refined in this
digital era.

6. Conclusion

Teaching is more than just a job; the pandemic has made everyone realise and feel this in an
in-depth manner. It is true that even when the pandemic is over, digitalisation has not ceased,
and it seems that education is also embarking on a journey towards technology and digitisation.
Naturally there might be other issues that come along with it, such as virtual structural violence,
and/or unequal resource distribution, etc. During the pandemic, when ERT was implemented
despite man teachers’ incompetence in online teaching, they were ‘powerless elites’; however,
as the disjuncture took place, and later as they have learnt and, in some cases, mastered the use
of digital tools in their teaching, transformative learning is achieved, they have proceeded with
the future with a much more different mindset that is open to the use of technology. The
appearance of ChatGPT has also caused some disruption to education itself--- different
research has revealed concerns about the desensitisation that overreliance of technology and
artificial intelligence have on students’ cognitive, socio-emotional, and empathetic
development. This research puts emphasis on the emotional experiences of five teachers in
three countries. The findings suggest these individuals have experienced transformative
learning, making them harder to be replaced entirely by artificial intelligence.

Emotions and emotionality in the classroom should not be overlooked, this research provides
precious perspective coming from current teachers. With the recent development of artificial
intelligence, emotionality has become more important in distinguishing humans from artificial
intelligence. The ability to have emotions is entangled in the mind and body of a human, the
flow of emotions determines our relationships with other people and the world around us, they
are evaluative, and it is exactly because of this characteristic, that emotions are also
indispensable to transformative learning. We can control how emotions are handled but we
cannot choose not to experience emotions; in the case of these teachers, emotions have been
channelled into a positive energy that yields transformation, benefitting both the individuals
themselves and their students. In an Al-assisted educational context, it is particularly important
for teachers to develop reflexivity and focus on critical self-reflection. The role of teachers in
this exciting era is still unfolding, but it is certain that teachers will become either completely
obsolete, if the educators are not willing to nurture their reflexive thinking and undergo
transformation in their habits of minds; or they will become the key to future generations, who
have consolidated self-identities and will therefore, not be so irreplaceable by artificial
intelligence, regardless of the field.

This research has explored several important challenges faced by teachers in the digital age,
particularly their intense self-doubts during the shift to ERT. Transformative learning is evident
in these teaching individuals, owing to their critical self-reflection that led them to ponder what
the fundamental of a great teacher is. The research has focused on the emotions experienced
by teachers and how such emotions have contributed to changes in these individuals---remote
teaching anxiety because of self-evaluated lack of online pedagogies; and eventually the
acceptance of digital tools as a part of teaching and education. The aftermath of ERT is also
explored in the research, widened learning gap in classes and how the development and
learning progress of students are interlinked with their socio-economic backgrounds. Most
importantly, this research examined teachers’ perceptions of the replaceability of teaching
profession, a significant finding is that teachers have a more refined role in the classroom, and
it is enabled by transformative learning. Teaching is an art and a process embedded with
emotions, it is always changing, and it is a profession that shapes the future pillars of society.
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At this stage, there is no telling for certainty regarding whether teachers will be replaced
completely in the future. However, as for now, there are certainly things and approaches that
we could adopt to ensure the value and preciousness of teachers are reassured, not only will
this improve the quality of education across jurisdictions, it is believed that it could also be key
to the distinguishment in the difference between artificial intelligence and humans. They can
either remain as powerless elites, or they can experience emotions in a theoretical-reflexive
manner and continue to create meaning for themselves in their teaching profession.
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